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Attitudes to European immigration to Australia in the
early twentieth century
Michele Langfield
Alfred Deakin wrote in 1901, 'Our Antipodean suspicion is directed at immigrants
of the lower Latin type and is decidedly antagonistic towards new-comers from
South-Eastern Europe'.1
While there has been a good deal of published material on the administration of
the 'white Australia' policy with reference to Asians, there is comparatively little
about attitudes to European immigrants and the general conditions under which they
were admitted to Australia in the early twentieth century.2 This paper will examine
these attitudes, both official and unofficial, and the extent to which the dictation test
was used to regulate European immigration in the first two decades after Federation.
European immigrants are of particular interest in that they raise issues about the
relative weight of economic and racial motivation in the administration of the
legislation. This analysis should add to the on-going debate about the nature of
racism in Australian society.
It is useful firstly to clarify the conditions governing the entry of Europeans after
1901 and to explain how the general immigration restrictions were applicable to
Europeans. There were no specific limitations on Europeans before World War One
and the number wanting to settle in Australia was relatively small.3 Nevertheless,
there were occasions when the threat of an 'influx' of Southern Europeans led to
government action to restrict their numbers.
Before Federation, all the Australian colonies had imposed their ow'n immigration
restrictions. These limited the entry of Chinese and other Asians and those considered
unacceptable on moral or medical grounds. Although not all colonies had identical
laws, the restrictions in general were embodied in the Immigration Restriction Act
1. See JA. La Nauze, Alfred Deakin. A Biography, (Melbourne University Press, 1965),
p. 280.
2. See for example M. Willard, History of the White Australia Policy, (Melbourne Univer-
sity Press, 1923); A.C. Palfreeman, The Administration of the White Australia Policy, (Melbourne
University Press, 1967); A.T. Yarwood (ed), Attitudes to Non-European Immigration, (Cassell,
Australia Ltd, 1968) and Asian Migration to Australia. The Background to Exclusion, 1896-1923,
(Melbourne University Press, 1964). The major exceptions in the area of European immigration are
the works of C.A. Price and W.D. Borrie.
3. In the peak period from 1910 to 1914, 55,000 Europeans arrived compared with over
500,000 British. See the successive editions of the Official Year Books of the Commonwealth of
Australia.
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2 LANGFIELD
of 1901 and this, together with the Pacific Island Labourers Act of 1901 and the
Contract Immigrants Act of 1905, regulated the immigration to Australia of 'alien
races' and undesirable people. Those prohibited from entry under Section 3 of the
1901 Immigration Restriction Act included all those who failed to pass a dictation
test of fifty words in a European language;4 a test which was given to all immigrants
who looked 'coloured' and was deliberately designed to fail those to whom it was
administered.5 Also excluded were those who were insane, those with infectious
diseases or likely to become a charge on the state, convicted criminals and those
considered immoral by the standards of the time. Other sections of the Act related
to immigrants entering under contract and it was these sections which applied
specifically to Europeans.6
Objections to European immigrants early in the century were often made on the
basis of the belief that they were coming to Australia under contract. The Contract
Immigrants Act of December 1905 amended and superseded the clauses relating to
contract immigrants in the 1901 legislation. The 1905 Act applied only to immigrants
under contract to undertake manual labour in Australia. Since it was designed to deal
with immigrants solely from the economic standpoint, it affected Europeans and
even British immigrants rather than Asians who were already covered by the 1901
Act. Speaking in support of the Bill in 1905, Prime Minister Alfred Deakin argued
that 'no circumstances had arisen to justify the introduction of coloured labour under
contract', so that the Act was directed specifically towards Europeans.7
Any contract to bring in labourers had to be in writing, made by or on behalf of
a named employer resident in Australia. Entry approval was granted by the Minister
of External Affairs only if no industrial dispute were pending and if the wages to be
paid were the current ones for that type of worker. This was to guard against the
possibility of the contract immigrant being used by the employer to break strikes or
to undercut current wages. The Act was passed by Deakin's Protectionist government
partly as a result of public discussion surrounding an alleged 'influx' of Italians to
Western Australia a year earlier. It contained the provision that, if the proposed
immigrant were not a British subject born in the United Kingdom, or a descendant
4. Largely as a result of Japanese pressure, the wording of this clause was altered in 1905
from 'any European' to 'any prescribed' language; however, regulations governing the languages
to be used were never passed. Official Year Books of the Commonwealth of Australia; A.C.
Palfreeman, The Administration of the White Australia Policy, pp. 82-83; M. Willard, History of the
White Australia Policy, p. 125; A.H. Charteris, 'Australian Immigration Policy' in P.H. Phillips &
G.L. Wood (eds). The Peopling of Australia, First Series, (Melbourne University Press, 1930), p. 83.
5. For early examples of the dictation test, see The Argus, 13 August 1904 and A.B. Keith,
Responsible Government in the Dominions, vol. 2, p. 1083, cited in M. Willard, History of the White
Australia Policy, p. 126.
6. See Section 3(g) and Section 11 Statutes of the Commonwealth of Australia, 1901. vol.
1, compiled by H.M. Cockshott & S. E. Lamb, (The Law Book Company of Australasia, 1902),
pp. 264-267.
7. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates (hereafter CPD), House of Representatives
(hereafter HR), Deakin, 10 November 1905, vol. XXVIII, pp. 4946-51.
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ATTITUDES TO EUROPEAN IMMIGRATION 3
of such a person, employers had to prove that it was impossible to obtain a worker
of equal skill and ability in Australia.8
In the early years of the century, there was much public pressure on the Federal
government to administer these restrictive immigration policies with greater strin-
gency and to extend their scope. Criticisms over the admission of immigrants under
the Contract Immigrants Act were often the result of differing views within the
community as to what constituted 'white' and 'coloured' as far as potential im-
migrants were concerned. Many Australians felt that Southern Europeans, particular-
ly Southern Italians, Greeks and Maltese were 'coloured' and therefore unacceptable
as immigrants.9 At a time when Social Darwinian theories were widely accepted,
those with 'tinted complexions' were looked upon with suspicion. The use of the
dictation test to exclude Southern Europeans was continually proposed by unions
and pressure groups. In general, however, the aim of those who framed the Immigra-
tion Restriction Act in 1901 was not to discourage European immigrants.10 In the
Federal by-election for Darling Downs in September 1901, Littleton Groome, the
candidate endorsed by the Barton Government, had assured electors of German birth
'that the dictation test would not be applied to Germans, Scandinavians or im-
migrants of similar nationalities.'11 The intention was to exclude Chinese and other
Asians but the Act was so worded that nationalities remained unspecified in order
not to give offence to countries such as Japan and India. This made it possible to use
the dictation test to exclude other nationalities thought undesirable and it was
Southern Europeans who were most often targeted by the advocates for wider
restrictions.
Until 1911 successive editions of the Official Year Book of the Commonwealth
of Australia clearly state that 'the dictation test is not and never has been imposed
upon persons of European race'12 but there has been some confusion over the use of
the term 'European'. A.T. Yarwood gives the example of Hans Max Stelling, of both
8. For infringements of this law, the contract became void and both immigrant and
employer were liable to penalties of £5 and £20 respectively. The employer was also liable to pay
the immigrant until he obtained employment or, at the request of the immigrant, to provide his return
expenses. Official Year Book of the Commonwealth of Australia, No. 2 (1901-1908), pp. 1073-4.
Similar safeguards were used during the Displaced Persons Programme after World War Two.
9. See for example, The Sydney Morning Herald, 1 February 1902, p. 14.
10. CPD, HR, Deakin, 12 September 1901, vol. IV, p. 4816; Barton, 16 January 1902, vol.
VII, p. 8860; Letter from R. Philp, 22 August 1901, Interior. Immigration, Prime Minister's
Department (1), E.A.I. Correspondence files (Folio System), 'Objection by Queensland Govern-
ment to Proposed Test for Admission of European Immigrants', Australian Archives (hereafter AA),
CRS A8, item, 01/27/8; A.C Palfreeman, The Administration of the White Australia Policy, p. 81;
A.T. Yarwood, 'The Dictation Test: A Historical Survey', Australian Quarterly XXX, June 1958,
p. 24.
11. The Argus, 10 September (leader), 1901.
12. For example, see No. 5 (1901-1911), p. 1188. The phrase 'in general practice' was
added in 1912. See No. 6 (1901-1912), p. 1159; K. Rivett (ed.), Immigration. Control or Colour
Bar. The Background to 'White Australia' and a Proposal for Change, (Melbourne University Press,
1962), p. 13 and T.A. Coghlan, Labour and Industry in Australia, vol. IV, (first published Oxford
University Press 1918. revised edition Macmillan Australia, 1969), p. 2322.
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4 LANGFIELD
German and Egyptian descent, who was deported from Australia as a prohibited
immigrant in 1904, notwithstanding his university qualifications, his excellent
physique and repeated protests from the German Consul-General.13 Although
Stelling's position was compromised by his petty stealing, the fact remains that he
was given the dictation test in Greek and deported to Germany as a German subject.
Yarwood cites examples of other individual cases involving Europeans during the
pre-World War One period. Alexander Kellerman was a Hungarian excluded by the
test in 1913.14 He was arrested in Newcastle for vagrancy and apparently had no
intention of working.15 It is difficult to see why the test was applied in this case, since
there were other provisions in the Immigration Act relating to anyone likely to
became a charge upon the state. In 1914, an Irish woman, Ellen Fitzgibbon, was
tested in Swedish and deported for health reasons. In response to a question by F.W.
Bamford of Queensland in 1922, S.M. Bruce disclosed that the dictation test was
applied to an Italian arriving from Ceylon in 1913 and another from Italy in 1922.16
Yarwood points out quite rightly that the use of the dictation test on moral, health or
political grounds during these years was 'infrequent, spasmodic and arbitrary'.17 An
interesting case not dealt with by Yarwood was that of the highly and unusually
skilled British tradesman, W.H. Massey, prohibited from entry to Australia in 1909.
His father was English, his mother Jamaican. On arrival in Fremantle, Massey was
tested in Italian as a result of the dark colour of his skin. In no other way was he an
undesirable immigrant He had been employed at Woolwich Arsenal, was a member
of the Amalgamated Society of Engineers and the Freemasons' Order. There was
some public criticism of the administration of immigration laws which called for the
deportation of an English trade unionist while allowing, through the laxity of
officials, the illegal entry of Asians.18 For example, over the years, there were many
reports of Chinese being smuggled in and the use of false immigration papers.
Further, until 1909, a number of Asian immigrants actually passed the dictation test
causing some embarrassment to the Federal Government.19
These case studies indicate that it was uncertainty over policy in relation to those
of mixed descent which most frequently led to the use of the dictation test for
Europeans. Yarwood was concerned mainly with individual cases which served as
exceptions to the more general use of the dictation test to exclude non-Europeans.
13. A.T. Yarwood, 'The Dictation T e s t . . . ' , pp. 25-6; Department of External Affairs,
Correspondence File, Annual Single Number Series, 1903-38, 'The Case of Hans Max Stelling',
AA:CRS A1, item 4/4951.
14. A.T. Yarwood, 'The Dictation Test . . . ' , p. 26.
15. The Argus, 15, 17 April 1913.
16. CPD, HR, vol. XCIX, 10 August 1922, p. 1280; Prime Minister's Department, Cor-
respondence File, Multi-Number Series, Second System, 'Immigration Restrictions—Later Papers
in Action, 1920-25', AA, CRS A458, item P156/1, Attachment A.
17. A.T. Yarwood, 'The Dictation Test . . . ' , p. 27.
18. Letter to Home Secretary from Massey, 14 January 1909, Colonial Office Records,
Australian Joint Copying Project, (hereafter COR, AJCP), CO/418, Reel No. 4188, Piece No. 74,
pp. 269-70. Much of the criticism came from The Truth (Sydney).
19. A.C. Palfreeman, The Administration of the White Australia Policy, p. 83.
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ATTITUDES TO EUROPEAN IMMIGRATION 5
Occasionally, however, the restrictive measures were also used to exclude not only
individuals but also groups of 'white aliens' who were seen at the time as undesirable.
The torn 'white alien' was widely used in contemporary written sources to refer to
non-British Europeans, and embraced mainly Italians, Greeks, Yugoslavs andPoles. Hie
most notable case occurred in 1916 when over 200 Maltese immigrants were given the
dictation test and temporarily deported. Earlier, in 1904, the Federal government
directed that the dictation test be given to Italians and 'Austrians'20 in Western Australia.
In each of these cases the grounds for exclusion included racial, economic and political
elements. While such use of legislation which was intended otherwise was by no means
widespread, there did develop a pattern of the gradual acceptance of strict control and
indeed rejection of certain European immigrants in the following years.
As early as 1901, there was much opposition to the entry of large numbers of
Europeans into certain areas.21 For example, in Western Australia in 1901, a deputa-
tion from the Perth Trades and Labour Council visited the Colonial Secretary to
protest against the numbers of Italians, Afghans and subjects of the Austro-Hun-
garian Empire who were presumably arriving under contract The deputation asked
for the dictation test to be applied. The Minister agreed to use the test in the case of
Afghans but was hesitant regarding European nationalities.22 Antagonism towards
Italians intensified in the following years, particularly in Western Australia in 1902,
1904 and 1906. and later in Queensland in 1924-25,1930,1933-34 and 1937-39.°
Opposition, particularly from trade unions, was greatest when job competition was
keen, working conditions were threatened and when it was suspected that labourers
were being brought in by agents for mine-owners and employers in the timber
industry.24 European workers were mostly concentrated in these industries and the
issue of contract labour loomed large in union complaints.
20. These latter immigrants have been loosely called Austrians, Austro-Hungarians and
Slavs in the various sources. They were in fact mostly Dalmatian Croats but there were others. While
'subjects of the Austro-Hungarian Empire' is a rather clumsy description, it is at least more accurate
than any of the above terms and will be used in the course of this paper.
21. J.S. and L.D. MacDonald have written that after the immigration of Melanesians and
Asians had been prohibited in 1901, 'Italians [were] at the bottom of the Australian 'racial totem
pole' just above the Aborigines', in 'Italian Migration to Australia. Manifest Functions of
Bureaucracy Versus Latent Functions of Informal Networks', Journal of Social History, vol. 3,
1970, p. 253.
2Z The Sydney Morning Herald, 29 March 1901; Argus, 30 March 1901. 'Afghans' was
a loose term applied to immigrants from a broad area around present-day Afghanistan.
23. The Sydney Morning Herald, 1, 20 February 1902; Royal Commission on the Social
and Economic Effect of the Increase of Aliens in North Queensland, 1925 (the Ferry Report),
Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 1925, vol. III, pp. 25-52; Prime Minister's Department, Cor-
respondence File, Multiple Number Series, Second System, 1923-1934, 'Queensland Royal Com-
mission on Aliens', AA, CRS A458, item L156/3; W.D. Borrie, Italians and Germans in Australia
—A Study of Assimilation, (F.W. Cheshire, Melbourne, 1954), p. 108.
24. See M. de Lepervanche, 'Australian Immigrants, 1788-1940: Desired and Unwanted'
in E. Wheelwright and K. Buckley (eds), Essays in the Political Economy of Australian Capitalism,
(Sydney, 1975), vol. 1, p. 94; and N.O.P. Pyke, 'An Outline History of Italian Immigration into
Australia', Australian Quarterly, vol. XX, No. 3, September 1948, p. 103.
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
9:5
5 0
8 F
eb
ru
ary
 20
12
 
6 LANGFIELD
In late April 1904 several meetings were held in Kalgoorlie to protest against an
'undue influx' of Greeks, Italians and other Europeans, allegedly under work contracts.
The meetings called for a Royal Commission to enquire into the numbers involved and
the extent to which 'foreigners' were displacing local labour. An amendment of the
immigration laws was demanded so that immigrants would have to supply proof of
fitness and the intention to settle in the state. Consideration was also given to the
possibility of prohibiting the employment of 'aliens' in Western Australian industries.25
At a meeting with the Prime Minister early in May, Labor representatives of
Western Australia in the Federal parliament (including the Post-Master General,
Hugh Mahon, Senator Hugh de Largie, Senator Miles Smith and others) claimed that
the situation was in contravention of the Immigration Restriction Act They stated
that their opposition was not based on racial hatred but arose from fear of foreign
competition and the belief that Italians were being admitted to the state 'fettered by
contracts'. They called for a select enquiry and the appointment of an officer to
examine the circumstances under which immigrants arrived.26 The basis of the labour
opposition was that workers under contract for a fixed period could not be called out
on strike or agitate for higher wages. They were thus unpopular with unionists even
if ruling wages were being paid.
J.C. Watson, leader of the new Federal Labor Ministry, expressed a favourable
view of Italian workmen but agreed that they may have been entering under contract
in view of their almost immediate employment on arrival. W.M. Hughes, Minister
of External Affairs, instructed customs officers to give Italian immigration special
attention. If the officers suspected that Italians were under contract but could not
prove this, they were to give them a dictation test in English.27
In a strongly-worded editorial on 11 May 1904, the conservative Melbourne
Argus criticised Hughes' use of the Act in such a way. It called attention to the 1901
debate on the Act, when such abuse had been seen as a possibility. Barton had said,
'There is no desire to keep out Europeans of a reputable character*. When the Hon.
James Page, member for Maranoa, Queensland, had raised the point that some very
desirable European immigrants might not be able to read or write, the Prime Minister
had replied that they would not be excluded for the test would not be applied to
Europeans unless they were for other reasons considered undesirable:
There will not be the slightest danger of their being shut out . . . the test will
be applied in the sense the House understands with a due sense of good faith
and confidence.
25. The meetings consisted of municipal and labour bodies, Kalgoorlie rate payers (on 30
April), and another under the auspices of the Political Labor Party which called for a conference of
public bodies on the goldfields by the Trades and Labour Council, 'to prevent the continuance of
the evil'. The Argus, 29 April, 2 May 1904. See also L.F. Fitzhardinge, William Morris Hughes. A
Political Biography, Part I. Thai Fiery Particle. 1862-1914. (Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1964),
pp. 164-5.
26. The Age, 2 May 1904; The Argus, 4 May 1904, article entitled, 'A White Australia. No
Italians Wanted' and 5 May 1904; CPD, Senate, 21 April to 17 June 1904, vol. XIX, p. 1256.
27. The Daily Telegraph (Sydney), 10 May 1904; The Sydney Morning Herald, 10 May
1904; Argus, 10, 11 May (leader) 1904.
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ATTITUDES TO EUROPEAN IMMIGRATION 7
Other assurances were quoted by the Argus to stress that Parliament had repeated-
ly promised that the Minister administering the Act would not use it 'in such a way
other than to exclude coloured peoples or whites whom the whole community would
agree in rejecting'.28 The paper continued its allegations that Hughes was using the
Act in a fraudulent manner, not just in relation to Western Australia but also in
response to Italians being admitted to Queensland to work in the sugar-cane areas.
Hughes, of course, denied this.29
It remains unclear whether customs officers in Fremantle ever went so far as to
impose the dictation test on Italians.30 Nevertheless, instructions had been issued by
the Minister that, in the special circumstances which he had outlined, such steps were
to be taken.
This incident highlights not only the variety of contemporary opinion about
European immigration but also the flexibility in the administration of the Act and
the great discretionary power of the Minister, who was subject only to parliamentary
censure if his actions were thought either too lenient or too severe. In this case, he
was responding to intense pressure from Labor politicians, mine-owners, miners and
local businessmen of Kalgoorlie and his action was considered necessary in view of
the perceived threat from European labour. Alfred Deakin pointed out the following
year however, that there had not been more than a dozen applications since 1901 to
introduce labourers under contract.31 In addition, figures for 1903, published in the
Argus, revealed that there was no great 'influx' of Europeans into Western Australia.
The total number of arrivals was 44,117, of whom over 35,000 were British. Net
immigration in 1903 was only 822 and this was made up chiefly of Malays, Chinese
and Japanese, mostly connected with coastal industries and allowed entry under the
exemption provisions of the 1901 Act. As to the references made to Italians and
subjects of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, only 443 arrived in 1903 and 580 left—
a decrease of 137. Although for the first two months of 1904, arrivals exceeded
departures by 84, this was explained by the fact that the movement of Italians was
usually inward in the early part of the year and outward in the later months. In the
case of subjects of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, 92 arrived in 1903 and 23 departed.
In the first two months of 1904,7 arrived and 5 left.32 Far from being overrun by
28. Ibid. The Argus generally favoured any increased immigration, especially at this time
when there was considerable public concern over the decline of the birth rate in Australia.
29. Ibid., 12 May; 24 June (leader) 1904; CPD, HR, vol. XX, 22 June 1904, pp. 2583-84.
30. Ibid., HR, 25 May 1904, vol. XIX, p. 1525; The Argus, 12 May 1904.
31. Ibid.; CPD, HR, Deakin, 10 November 1905, vol. XXVIII, p. 4947.
32. Note that contemporary figures are used here since these were the bases of the
perceptions of the time. The following Monthly Statistical Abstract for January 1904, compiled in
the Government Statistician's office, Perth, was published in The Argus, 17 May 1904.
Arrivals Departures Net Immigration
British
Foreign
European
Asiatic
AllOther
TOTALS
28,604
1,027
1,289
23
30,943
18,699
961
540
16
20,216
9^05
66
749
7
10,727
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8 LANGFIELD
Italians and other Europeans the paper argued, it appeared that Western Australia
could not retain those who came. While the presentation of this issue by the Argus
may have been coloured by some political bias, other contemporary sources have
confirmed its conclusions.
Later figures from a report forwarded to the Minister by Government Mines
Inspectors, Lightly and Hudson, showed that the number of Italians employed at the
East Coolgardie and Kalgoorlie goldfields fell considerably short of what was
alleged or expected. There were 51 Italians, 123 subjects of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire and 5,098 Britons employed in local mines. In the Coolgardie, Yilgam and
Dundas districts, where 2,650 miners were employed, 21 were Italians. On the
North-East Coolgardie and Broad Arrow fields, out of about 1400 miners employed,
149 were Italians. In the North Coolgardie area, embracing Menzies, Ularring,
Niagara and Yerilla,outof a mining population of about 2,000, only 12 were Italians.
Official statistics from Atlee Hunt, Secretary for External Affairs confirmed this. His
figures for the first quarter of 1904 showed that net Italian immigration was only
(ft.33 Although this minimises the level of foreign competition and shows that the
allegations of Labor members were not borne out, what is not revealed by these
figures is the number of Italians who came from interstate.34
In 1906, there was another deputation representing both Federal and State Labor
Parties, led by Senator J.W. Croft, to the State Minister for Defence, Senator T.
Playford, over Italian immigration to Western Australia. The West Australian pub-
lished the subsequent correspondence between the two men including a statement
prepared by the Department of External Affairs which confirmed the Argus figures
• for 1903 and showed a further excess of 34 departures over arrivals for 1904 and 60
for 1905.35 The purpose of the deputation was again to determine whether the
dictation test could be applied but this time no action was taken.
As a result of community unrest, two Royal Commissions were held into
European immigration in these years. The first was a Commonwealth Royal Com-
mission into foreign contract labour in 1902. The report stated that most Italians
worked for the same remuneration as Australians although in depressed periods they
did accept lower wages and living standards. The second was a Western Australian
Royal Commission into the immigration of non-British labour in 1904 which was
largely confined to Italians in the mining industry. Its purpose was also to investigate
whether non-British miners were given preference in employment. The Commis-
sioners found no positive evidence that, as a general rule, Italians accepted lower
than current wages but some evidence suggesting that bribery was used. Any
undercutting of wages, however, was due to Italian ignorance of Australian working
33. Ibid., 10 May 1984; The Australian Mining Standard, 4 February 1906.
34. N.O.P. Pyke, 'An Outline History of Italian Immigration...', p. 103.
35. The West Australian, 24 March 1906; External Affairs Department, General Correspon-
dence Files, Annual Single Number Series, 'Senator T. Playford — Minister for Defence. Reports
of deputation of state members, Parliament Western Australiare. Italian Migrants arriving in Western
Australia', AA, CRS A1, item 06/785. For press reports of the deputation, see The West Australian,
6 January 1906, The Perth Morning Herald, 6, 9, 10 January 1906 and The Argus, 6 January 1906.
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ATTITUDES TO EUROPEAN IMMIGRATION 9
conditions, and once these were understood Italians worked to union rules. There
was certainly no evidence of contract labour. Italians merely gave this impression
by going directly to family and friends and receiving financial help from them.
Agitation was prompted by growing unemployment and increasing competition for
jobs. On the question of preference in employment, some mine-owners did favour
Italians, not because of their superiority as workers but rather because they were
well-suited to the conditions, reliable and willing, and generally less militant than
their Australian or British counterparts. On the other hand, the report also drew
attention to the disadvantages in employing Italians, particularly their insufficient
knowledge of English and their apparent disregard of health and safety regulations.36
Above all, there was mounting racial tension on some of the goldfields. This racism
towards Southern Europeans was interwoven with the question of contract labour
and fear of economic competition at a time when unemployment was high.37
In September 1916, a group of ninety-seven Maltese arrived in Australia on the
'Arabia*. Members of the Ironworkers' Union in Lithgow, New South Wales, refused
to accept the Maltese as workmates and investigations were carried out by the
Minister of External Affairs, Hugh Mahon, to ensure that they had not been brought
to Australia under contract Although Mahon had been assured that the Maltese had
come out at their own expense, on their own initiative and not under contract, he was
suspicious of their numbers and carried out a general enquiry. He was not a man
well-known for moderation and considered that the application of the dictation test
would be justified.38 He found no evidence to support his suspicions that the Maltese
were under contract Nevertheless, W.M. Hughes, by then Prime Minister, was
determined that whether there had been any violation of the 1905 Contract Im-
migrants Act or not the government during the war would not allow any imported
labour which would violate the spirit of the Act.39
With the confirmation of rumours that another party of Maltese was to arrive
shortly afterwards, government ministers feared that such an 'inrush' of Southern
Europeans would lead to a political backlash. One of the greatest fears on the part
of workers during the war was that while the pick of Australia's young men had
gone to fight for the Empire, immigrants were being encouraged to fill their places
36. Royal Commission into Foreign Contract Labour in Western Australia, Report, Com-
monwealth Parliamentary Papers, 1901-2, vol. 2, p. 871; N.O.P. Pyke, 'An Outline History of
Italian Immigration...', p. 103; M. de Lepervanche in E. Wheelwright and K. Buckley, Essays in
the Political Economy of Australian Capitalism, p. 94; W.D. Borrie, Italians and Germans in
Australia, pp. 146-47.
37. Royal Commission on the Immigration of non-British Labour; Report together with
appendices and minutes of evidence, 25 May 1904, 16 November 1904, Western Australian
Parliamentary Papers, 1904, No. A7, vol. II, p. 102 and see N. Randazzoand M. Cigler, The Italians
in Australia, (AE Press, Melbourne 1987), p. 94.
38. CPD, Senate, 27 September 1916, vol. LXXX, p. 8971; HR, 27 September 1916, vol.
LXXX, p. 8993; HR, 6 September 1917, vol. LXXXIII, pp. 1769-70; The Argus, 26 September, 19
October 1916.
39. Ibid., 4, 5, 7, October 1916; CPD, Senate, Senator Pearce, 27 September 1916, vol.
LXXX, p. 8971.
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10 LANGFIELD
at home. Hughes responded to the situation by asking the British Secretary of State
to ensure that, for the duration of the war, the Maltese government issued no further
passports for Australia to Maltese of military age or to married men not accom-
panied by their wives. The government also advised the P & O Company, the
only one then trading between Malta and Australia, not to book passages for
Maltese to Australia.40
In the meantime, the French ship S.S. 'Gange', brought 214 Maltese passengers
to Australia, arriving in Fremantle on 20 October 1916 on the eve of the firstFederal
conscription referendum.41 The 'Maltese bogey' was exploited by the anti-conscrip-
tionists who claimed that a horde of coloured people was being brought in to take
the jobs of conscripted soldiers.42 Hughes' action must be seen in the context of this
intense political campaign. He immediately directed that the men be given the
dictation test — in Dutch. All were rejected and became prohibited immigrants. It
was the first time that the dictation test had been applied to Maltese. Unfortunately
for the government and for the Maltese, the S.S. 'Gange' had no accommodation for
the return voyage and, owing to the circumstances of the war, no other means of
repatriating them could be found.43 They were deported to New Caledonia, where
they remained for three months, before being brought back to Australia. Eventually
in March 1917 all but six were allowed to land on the condition that they became
members of trade unions.44
There were several issues involved. Firstly, there was obviously a large measure
of political expediency in the action taken by Hughes. His opponents in the referen-
dum campaign were not genuinely worried about the Maltese; rather, the situation
provided them with an effective argument against compulsory service abroad.
Secondly, the public was ambivalent about the Maltese in relation to the 'white
Australia' policy. This was reflected in the varying reactions to their arrival and the
methods adopted to prohibit their entry. Southern Europeans were not considered
sufficiently 'white' to be desirable immigrants. The Maltese incident provided the
pretext for the first of the Australian restrictions on European immigration.
There was, in addition, the economic dimension. As in the case of the Italian and
other European immigrants in the early years after Federation, contract labour was
suspected and this time, entry restrictions imposed. The Minister for External Affairs,
supported by union representatives, repeatedly stressed that he was concerned about
labour rather than racial considerations. It is almost impossible in this context
40. Department of Home and Territories, Correspondence File, Annual Single Number
Series, 1903-38, 'Immigration of Maltese, Greeks and Italians, 1919', Minute papers, 21, 30 June
1919 and 30 January 1920, AA, CRS A1, item, 20/5870.
41. Ibid.; See also R. Broome, The Victorians: Arriving, (Fairfax, Syme & Weldon
Associates, 1984), p. 138; H.L. Harris, Australia's National Interests and National Policy, (Mel-
bourne University Press, 1938), p. 29; C.A. Price, Southern Europeans in Australia, (Oxford
University Press, 1963), p. 87.
4Z The Argus, 19 October 1916; 9 March 1917.
43. lbid.; AA, CRS A1, item 20/5870, loc.cit.
44. The others, who were rejected because they were suffering from the contagious disease,
trachoma, returned to Malta. The Argus, 21, 31 October; 10 November 1916; 8, 9 March 1917.
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ATTITUDES TO EUROPEAN IMMIGRATION H
however, to separate the two. Hughes appeared to be in no doubt that the Maltese
represented cheap coloured labour.4S
The government was strongly criticised in the press for its treatment of the
Maltese; they were housed for some time in a refitted hulk under strong military
guard, while their families in Malta were in desperate conditions.46 Government
officials, public figures and individuals, as well as French colonists in Noumea,
opposed Hughes' stance, arguing that the majority of Maltese joined unions and
worked at current wage rates. W.A. Holman, Labor Premier of NSW, went further
The Maltese are in no sense coloured labour. They are a purely European
race. Being British subjects, they are, upon arrival in Australia, subject to
military service.47
With regard to the expected 'inrush', the number of Maltese arriving in Australia
was very small.48 The allegations of foreign workmen displacing Australians who
were fighting overseas were exaggerated and the restrictions as far as numbers were
concerned, proved unnecessary. Transport difficulties, conscription in Europe and
lack of passage subsidies reduced the likelihood of immigration from Europe during
the later war years.49
After the war, a number of Kastellorizans wanted to emigrate to Australia.
Kastellorizo is a small island near Rhodes in the Mediterranean Sea, inhabited by
both Greeks and Turks. Of some 350 non-British immigrants who entered the
Northern Territory during the war years, almost all were from Kastellorizo. Perhaps
because of a general confusion over whether Kastellorizans were Asian or
45. The Argus played up both the racial and economic aspects of the incident See 19
October 1916 issue. On the other hand, Hughes' most recent biographer sees the exclusion of the
Maltese almost entirely in terms of the immediate political consequences for Hughes. L.P. Fitzhard-
inge, William Morris Hughes, A Political Biography, Part II, The Little Digger, 1914-1952, (Angus
& Robertson, Sydney, 1979), pp. 199-200. The coming referendum, however, was only one of the
factors that has to be considered.
46. The Argus, 7 September 1917, 1 March 1918. See also B. York, The Maltese in
Australia, (AE Press, Melbourne, 1986), pp. 54-65.
47. The Argus, 30 September 1916; 5, 7, 16, 19, 27 October 1916; 6 January 1917, 28
February 1917, 9 March 1917.
48. The following table shows the number of Maltese who arrived in Australia from 1911
to 1918 inclusive:
1911 41
1912 122
1913 193
1914 464
1915 57
1916 173
1917 212
1918 14
The 1916 and 1917 figures include the 214 Maltese from the S.S. 'Gange'. See Department of Home
and Territories Minute Paper, 30/1/20, AA, CRS A1, item 20/5870.
49. Ibid.; Report on Emigration 1922-23, p. 7, memo by Department of External Affairs,
19 April 1917, (CAO CP23517/18651), cited in C.A. Price, Southern Europeans in Australia, p. 87.
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12 LANGFIELD
European,50 and again fearing that large numbers might arrive, the Federal govern-
ment prohibited the immigration of all Greeks, except for the wives and children of
those already in Australia. This was also partly the result of the difficulties created
by the Maltese incident of 1916. Greeks were not seen at the time in exactly the same
light as Maltese in terms of competition in the labour market since they generally
set up their own businesses, but they were considered with the same degree of doubt
in relation to the 'white Australia' policy. In fact, they were regarded as the least
desirable of European settlers from a racial point of view.51 The occurrence of race
riots and disorderly scenes in Western Australia in 1917 may well have provided a
further reason for the adoption of measures to restrict Greek immigration when the
issue of the Kastellorizans arose.52
The restrictions on the entry of Maltese and Greeks remained in force until July
1920.53 As a result of strong pressure, especially from the New South Wales
government, they were then lifted but only on the condition that the number of
Maltese passports issued be limited to 260 per annum, the average intake for the
years 1912 to 1914.54 This was the first of the various Australian immigration quotas
on Europeans adopted in the 1920s. The lifting of the ban on Maltese immigration
came about as a result of the large number of nominations received from Maltese in
Australia for assisted passages for relatives as soon as shipping accommodation
became available after the war. The New South Wales government in particular, was
in favour of a more liberal attitude towards the Maltese. The Governor of New South
Wales at the time, Sir Gerald Strickland, had been bom in Malta. While Governor of
both Tasmania and Western Australia, Strickland had frequently defended the Maltese,
declaring that they were accepted as union members in those states and worked at
union rates. It is understandable that he should agitate for a more favourable policy
towards the Maltese while they were subject to immigration restrictions.55
It was also during the First World War that Federal legislation was first introduced
for dealing with the control of 'white aliens' (Central, Eastern and Southern
Europeans) within Australia. On 1 October 1916, the War Precautions Aliens
50. Note the debate in CPD, Senate, 17 September 1919, vol. LXXXIX, p. 12,353.
51. Home and Territories Department, General Correspondence File, Annual Single Num-
ber Series, 'Admission to the Commonwealth of Greeks from Castellorizon [sic], 1918-1919' AA,
CRS A1,item 19/5153; AA, CRS A1, item 20/5870, loc.cit; and see the later Royal Commission on
the Social and Economic Effect of the Increase of Aliens in North Queensland (the Ferry Report)
of 1925. loc.cit, pp. 35-36.
52. Foreign Office to Colonial Office, 5 April 1917, COR, AJCP, CO/418. Reel No. 4261,
Piece No. 164.
53. Under these conditions, only 135 Maltese and 224 Greeks (dependants of those already
in Australia) were admitted during 1919 and 1920.
54. These years of high immigration by Australian standards, accompanied by compara-
tively little unrest, were often used as a guide for later policy-making. AA, CRS A1, item 19/5153,
loc.cit. and 'Enquiry from New South Wales Government', AA, CRS AI, item 20/5870.
55. Ibid.; C A . Price, Southern Europeans in Australia, p. 87; The Daily Telegraph (Syd-
ney), 26 October 1912, The Bulletin (Sydney), 31 October 1912: Letter from Governor of Western
Australia to Secretary of State, 8 November 1912, COR, AJCP, CO/418, Reel No. 4210, Piece
No. 105.
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ATTITUDES TO EUROPEAN IMMIGRATION 13
Registration Regulations were brought into force which required all Europeans to
register and to report any change of address.56 These regulations were replaced in
1920 by an Aliens Registration Act which came into operation on 1 January the
following year. Its main purpose was to trace all Asians and prohibited immigrants
but it contained similar clauses relating to Europeans as the earlier Act57 Although
it remained in force only one year,58 these measures foreshadowed the much tighter
control of European immigration to Australia in the 1920s.
Between Federation and World War One, the main concern of immigration policy-
makers in Australia had been to restrict Asian, especially Chinese, immigration and
the entry of Europeans under contract In general, Europeans could enter without
restriction. Their numbers were small compared with British immigration. It was
only when it appeared that particular European groups were posing a threat in certain
areas or within certain industries, that attempts were made to exclude them. There
was no real threat to the maintenance of a predominantly British Australia. The
census of April 1921 showedthatthenumberof people in Australia not born in Great
Britain, New Zealand or Australia was 139,073 or slightly over two and a half per
cent of the total population and the number owing allegiance to foreign governments
was 45,529, less than one per cent.
During the 1920s, however, this situation was to change markedly. The Immigra-
tion Restriction Act of 1901 and its later amendments had been remarkably success-
ful in excluding 'coloured' immigrants,39 but Australians wanted to preserve not just
a 'white Australia' but still more the essentially British character of their nation. In
the 1920s, the focus of the 'white Australia' policy changed. Governments were
concerned about Europeans rather than Asians and the categories of prohibited
immigrants were reinforced and extended.60
Department of Language and Culture Studies
Victoria College, Toorak Campus
56. Attorney-General's Department, Correspondence Files, Single Number Series with 'C'
Prefix, 1927-53, 'Report of Interdepartmental Committee on Migration and Control of Aliens,
1936-39', AA, CRS A367, item C3075AG.
57. Department of Home and Territories, Correspondence File, Annual Single Number
Series, 1903-38, 'Aliens Registration Act, 1920', AA, CRS AI, item 23/5625; Prime Minister's
Department, Correspondence File, Multi-Number Series, Second System, 'Aliens Registration Act,
1920-26', AA, CRS A458, item A150/1; Official Year Book of the Commonwealth of Australia,
No. 14 (1901-1920), p. 1038.
58. Ibid., No. 16 (1901-1922), p. 1019. Thereafter, until 1927, the only such records held
of 'aliens' entering Australia was information obtained from passports. In 1927, a pre-landing form
was introduced (Form A.42) requiring European immigrants to fill in full personal details, names
of relatives and friends in Australia, the amount of money they possessed arid their broad intentions
for the future. Draft Aliens Control. 'Report of Interdepartmental Committee on Migration and
Control of Aliens', AA, CRS A367, item C3075AG.
59. R. Broome, The Victorians: Arriving, pp. 128-29; A.C. Palfreeman, The Administration
of the White Australia Policy, p. 2; A.C. Palfreeman, 'The End of the Dictation Test', Australian
Quarterly, XXX March, 1958, p. 50; O.E. Phillips, 'The Administration of Asian Immigration into
Australia—A Comparative Study', ibid., XXVIII December 1956, p. 30.
60. See M. Langfield, 'White Aliens': The Control of European Immigration to Australia,
1920-30, Journal of Intercultural Studies, December 1991, forthcoming.
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